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To Bother or Not to Bother? Media Relationship Development Strategies of 
Agricultural Communication Professionals 
Abstract 
As the media relations function becomes increasingly important for organizational visibility, 
accountability, and ultimately survival, it is imperative that effective media communication strategies be 
employed to develop mutually benef icial relationships with the news media. Based on the conceptual 
framework of dialogic communication, this study is an investigation of the media relations practices and 
strategies of agricultural communication professionals in their role as the sources of agricultural 
information for the news media. Findings from the study indicate differing media relations strategies and 
relevant themes; however, a notable theme that materialized was the perception of having mutually 
beneficial relationships with the media that lack regular dialogue. An additional finding of interest was the 
change in media relations strategy from a passive approach to an active approach; participants 
suggested that their approaches to working with the media tended to be reactive in nature, but indicated 
that they have recently developed proactive initiatives in establishing media contact. Overall, the study 
identified effective media relations practices and provided insight into areas that could benefit from 
enhanced media relations strategies for agricultural communication academicians and practitioners. 
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Media Relationship Development Strategies, news media, Strategies, enhanced media, conceptual 
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Abstract
As the media relations function becomes increasingly important for organizational visibility, accountabil-
ity, and ultimately survival, it is imperative that effective media communication strategies be employed 
to develop mutually benef icial relationships with the news media. Based on the conceptual framework of 
dialogic communication, this study is an investigation of the media relations practices and strategies of ag-
ricultural communication professionals in their role as the sources of agricultural information for the news 
media. Findings from the study indicate differing media relations strategies and relevant themes; how-
ever, a notable theme that materialized was the perception of having mutually benef icial relationships 
with the media that lack regular dialogue. An additional f inding of interest was the change in media rela-
tions strategy from a passive approach to an active approach; participants suggested that their approaches 
to working with the media tended to be reactive in nature, but indicated that they have recently developed 
proactive initiatives in establishing media contact. Overall, the study identif ied effective media relations 
practices and provided insight into areas that could benef it from enhanced media relations strategies for 
agricultural communication academicians and practitioners.
Introduction
Agricultural	communication	professionals	have	a	challenging	job,	in	that	they	are	responsible	for	
educating and informing the American public about an industry that is highly complex—techno-
logically	and	scientifically—increasingly	invisible,	and	progressively	more	controversial.	These	com-
munication professionals also play a significant role in communicating agricultural information to 
the	news	media	in	an	attempt	to	reach	various—and	increasingly	diverse—publics.	The	importance	
of	their	role	is	supported	by	Reisner	and	Walter	(1994),	who	suggested	that	the	news	media’s	lack	of	






agricultural information, b) a translation of that information for a nonagricultural audience, and c) 




fluence on the media agenda and, in turn, the public agenda. As such, the agricultural communicator 
serves	as	the	link	between	the	agricultural	industry	and	the	public	by	disseminating	relevant	agri-
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erage	 devoted	 to	 agricultural	 information	 (Curtin,	 1997;	Grunig,	 2001;	 Shin	&	Cameron,	 2001;	
Shoemaker	&	Reese,	1991;	Turk,	1985).	Therefore,	a	focus	on	media	relations	practices	may	be	more	
important	for	the	agricultural	industry	today	than	ever	before.	Most	definitions	of	media	relations	



























can	 occur	 only	 if	 the	 organizational	member	who	 communicates	with	 the	media	 is	 comfortable	



























Approached	 from	a	qualitative	 research	design,	 this	 study	attempts	 to	describe	 the	media	 re-
lations	behaviors	and	experiences	of	agricultural	communication	professionals.	Through	 in-depth	
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cultural communication professionals during the months of May and June, 2005. The online focus 
groups	were	 conducted	utilizing	 asynchronous	discussion	group	 software	 in	 an	 attempt	 to	 create	

















sent	 to	participants	at	3-day	 intervals.	The	researcher	anticipated	that	 this	approach	would	allow	
participants	enough	time	to	contribute	to	the	discussion	at	times	convenient	to	them.	Sending	out	
reminder	e-mails	was	intended	to	encourage	in-depth	responses	to	all	questions	posted	and	to	keep	











subsequent steps: a) read data and identify frames of analysis, b) create domains based on semantic 
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ch relationships	discovered	within	frames	of	analysis,	c)	identify	salient	domains	and	assign	them	a	code,	d) refine salient domains and keep record of emerging relationships, e) decide if domains are sup-
ported	by	data,	f )	complete	analysis	within	domains,	g)	search	for	themes	across	domains,	h)	outline	















Theme #1: Value of Media Relations
Literature	suggests	that	people	are	more	inclined	to	participate	in	a	specific	behavior	if	they	ex-
pect	a	certain	value	to	result	from	the	behavior	(Fishbein,	1967;	Lazarsfeld	&	Stanton,	1944).	There-
fore, in exploring the role of agricultural communication professionals in communicating agricultural 
information	to	the	news	media,	the	present	study	investigated	the	perceived	value	of	media	relations	
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financial future is also dismal. 























modes of communication do not possess.
The	third-party	endorsement	that	the	media	provide	for	organizations	may	be	more	valuable	to	
the	agricultural	communication	professionals	working	in	industry	because	business	and	corporations	







you	offer	are	of	value	 to	 the	reader,	 to	 the	 listener,	 to	 the	ultimate	consumer.	Oftentimes,	















Theme #2: Source-Reporter Relationships
As mentioned in the literature, media relations efforts should be grounded in establishing and 




















to them as a resource for information and for story ideas getting and confirming data. You 
occasionally	have	those	media	relationships	that	are	a	little	more	challenging,	but	I	would	also	
say	that	those	are	definitely	few	and	far	between.
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ourselves	 in	their	shoes.	We	make	media	visits	and	participate	 in	 local,	state,	and	national	
media	organizations	to	strengthen	our	relationships.	We	are	in	regular	contact	by	phone,	e-















articulated his approach as such: 
We	don’t	bother	them	a	lot;	I	mean,	we	are	not	constantly	on	the	phone	with	them	harangu-
ing	then	about	things.	We	just	pick	up	the	phone	once	in	a	while	when	we	think	we’ve	got	











dia	 relations	 strategies	 of	 participants.	The	data	 do	not	 reveal	which	 approach	 is	more	 effective;	
however,	this	limited	interaction	approach	to	the	source-reporter	relationship	practiced	by	many	of	
the participants lacks a number of the characteristics of the dialogic approach.
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was	 their	media	strategy.	As	JN	shared,	“We	send	all	 information	to	everyone.	I	will	 say	 that	we	
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distributed information to targeted, tailored communication efforts.
Theme #4: Cultural Change
Throughout	the	interview	and	focus	group	discussions,	participants	recurrently	made	references	
and recommendations regarding the future of agricultural media relations. Most of these suggestions 









The suggestions and recommendations of the participants indicate that there is not a single 
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Implications for Research and Practice
Dialogic	communication	provides	a	substantial	area	for	future	media	relations	research.	For	ex-








Another area for future research into the theory of dialogic communication is to determine the 
approach	to	the	source-reporter	relationship	that	is	preferred	by	the	members	of	the	news	media.	
Further	investigation	into	the	dichotomy	between	those	professionals	with	a	journalistic	background	
and	 those	without	would	provide	verification	of	 the	observation	 that	 these	 two	professionals	ap-
proach	the	source-reporter	relationship	differently.	Additionally,	including	an	investigation	into	the	
news	media’s	 preferred	 approach—personal	 relationship	 or	 business	 relationship—to	 the	 source-
reporter relationship may help to repudiate one of these assumed approaches offered by participants.
Based	on	the	results	of	this	study,	there	is	great	potential	for	improvement	in	the	media	rela-
tions	work	of	agricultural	 communication	professionals.	However,	 it	 is	 important	 to	consider	 the	
differences	present	 in	this	culture	of	communicators	when	discussing	or	applying	these	results	 to	
future	 research	or	practice.	Clearly,	 the	assumption	going	 into	 the	study	 that	 this	was	a	coherent	
culture	with	shared	media	relations	norms	is	not	completely	accurate.	Even	different	organizations	
within	 the	 same	 industry	 drastically	 differ;	 therefore,	 viewing	 this	 group	 of	 communicators	 as	 a	
single	culture	may	not	prove	fruitful	in	future	efforts.	Instead,	viewing	this	group	of	communicators	
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